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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
NATICNAL FOREIGN ASSESSMENT CENTER

4 December 1981

IMPACT OF HERBICIDAL OPIUM ERADICATION IN BURMA

Burmese officials evidently have been considering a spray
herbicidal opium eradication program, but they would be cautious
in its implementation even with foreign assistance. Because of
its potential for destroying other crops and for affecting the
health of farmers, such a program could generate adverse
publicity for the Ne Win regime and intensify ethnic hostility
toward the government. | | 25X1

Party Chairman Ne Win, nevertheless, remains concerned
about the opium problem. Narcotics trafficking is a major
source of income fcr insurgent groups, which pose a continuing,
significant security threat. Rangoon is also concerned that
Burma's role as a major opium producer harms the country's
international image. 25X1

Manual eradication and crop substitution programs already
vnder way have had little impact on opium production in Burmna.
Only 25 tons of opium have been destroyed this vear out of a
record crop estimated at 550 tons. | 25X1

Extent and Areas of Eradication Program

Although Ne Win early last year reportedly approved a
proposal to eradicate opium poppy fields with herbicides spraved
from aircraft,| 25X1

25X1

| We would eXxpect, however, that a spray program 25X1

would be initiated in the central part of the country, in

southern Shan State, and in Kayah State. These areas, which

contain large poppy fields, are not under insurgent control,

and spray and spotter aircraft thus would be less likely to

attract ground fire. 25X1
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The government would be less willing at least initially,
to undertake a spray program in the other areas of Shan State,
even though at least four-fifths of Burmese opium is producecd
there. Most of these arcecas are under control of the Burmesec
Communist Party, the Shan State Army, or the Shan United Army,
‘1surgent groups that are likely to use their ample supplies
ot small arms against intruding aircraft. Nor would Rangoon
want to risk the ire of inhabitants in government-controlled
areas, where manual eradication programs have some limited
guccess in reducing opium production. | | 25X1

ITmpact on Ethnic and Insurgent Groups

Any significant reduction in opium production would hurt
both local farmers and insurgent groups. Opium ic a traditional,
high-profit crop, and farmers are reluctant to cultivate alter-
native crops such as coffee or tea. Government programs to
encourage crop substitution so far have been largely ineffective.
Moreover, herbicidal damage to the soil could affect crons
cultivated during non-poppy seasons. | | 25X1

If Rangoon should decide to spray fields under insnrgent
control, dgroups dependent on the income derived from opium
preduction and trafficking would be hard hit. Many small,
etchnic "independence" groups are essentially warlord armies
engaged in smuggling activities. Deprivation of their chief
source of income could lead to increased competition between
grouwvs for opium unaffected by herbicides, formation of new
«lliances, and increased antigovernment military activity. 25X1

Larger, more established groups, would find it easicr
to survive. Tirst, a spray program would be unlikely to destroy
all fields under their contrecl. Secondly, the 14,000-man
Burnese Communist Party--Burma's nunber-one opium producer--
and the 4,000-man Shan United Army, the chief trarfficking group,
probably could find alternative sources of income until old
poppy rields were reestablished or new ones deveioped. Morcover,
the Burmese Communist Party could appeal to the Chinesce ftor
temporary stepped-up support. | | 25X1

The £,300-man Shan State Army, on the other hand, 1is huaving
difficulty battling both Rangoon and competing insurgent ¢roups,
and it is ncw facing severe food shortages. Elimination of cven
a small portion of its income could scignificantly weaken the
aroup, prerhaps forcing it to seek support from the RBurmece
Communist Party, witn which it was once reluctantly allied.[:::::::] 25X1

Potential for Propaganda Activity

Burmese insurgent and ethnic groups would trv Lo exvloit a
spray program, focusing on health hazards, damage to fields,
foreign involvement, and the government's failure to compeusate
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Llarmers oy train them to grow alternative crops. Becausc of their
involvement in trafficking, these groups receive little sympatiiy
outside of Burma. Nevertheless, some traffickers--especially in
the Shan United Army--have extensive contacts in the Thai military,
and most major insurgent groups have bases in Thailand. They---

or their military contacts--probably have connections with Thai
journalists, who could make accusaticns that herbicides have
harmed Burmese civilians. Such acctusations would nct only dampen
Ne Win's enthusiasm for an eradication prcogram bubt also undernine
US attempts to publicize Comnunist use of lethal agent: in Indo-

china. 25X1
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